GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
his greatest achievements in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre was his
ability to reduce a vast number of impressions to the order of an
aesthetic pattern without sacrificing their fluidity, to reveal their
total significance and yet to preserve their individual quality.
This claim is generally not made with equal confidence for the
continuation of the work, Wilhelm Meisters Wander] ahre, the pre-
lude to the projected Meisterjahre which Goethe never executed.
Is this a work which retains a sufficient degree of narrative content
to merit the title of a novel ? Or did Goethe here finally cross the
borderline that separates this admittedly flexible literary form
from the plain treatise on life ? The story has become more tenuous
than it was even at the end of the Lehrjahre and the " prosaic"
sentiments are now the prevailing element. The inimitable Philine
has been transmogrified into a seamstress, Jarno into a miner,
Friedrich into a scribe and Lothario, perhaps with more justifica-
tion, into a soldier. Useful occupations have been found for all
the merry companions of a happier past. Utilitarianism has
triumphed over art, and in its formal aspect the work appears to
be no more than a series of disjointed disquisitions interlarded
with Novellen and animated by a bewildering number of char-
acters who, individually and in groups, seem to have little con-
nection with one another.
Such has been the verdict of posterity and Goethe himself per-
haps provoked this judgment by appearing again as the "editor"
of a collection of "miscellaneous papers". He described the
work as a "garland" and emphasized its technical contents:
"Sogar fehlt es nicht an Heften, der wirklichen Welt gewidmet,
statistischen, technischen und sonst realen Inhalts". But, he con-
tinued, "diese als ungehorig absuzondern, fallt schwer, da Leben
und Neigung, Erkenntnis und Leidenschaft, sich wunderbar
vereinigend, im engsten Bunde miteinander fortschreiten". In
this book passion and knowledge are the twin manifestations of
life that cannot be easily separated from one another.
Goethe's description hints at an underlying unity of conception
and a desire on his part to depict the variety within the unity of
life by means of a new technique. In his "classical" period he
had strictly obeyed the principle of establishing unity in variety.
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